CHAPTER NINE

LABOUR AND PARTIES

NATIONAL parties emerged slowly in the decade after the
establishment of the Commonwealth. Three main political
groups were present in the first Parliament: the Ministerialist
bloc, which comprised the miscellaneous members who sup-
ported the Government and favoured fiscal protection; the
official Opposition, which chiefly consisted of those who
feared protection and advocated a tariff only for revenue;
and the Labour party, which embraced members who were
not agreed on the tariff but, in contrast to their opponents,
were strongly united on other issues. This triple cleavage
bred Cabinet instability, and resulted in seven distinct
ministries in nine years (1901-10). "It was impossible,"
said Alfred Deakin in the language of the Australian national
sport, "to play the game of politics with three elevens in the
field/' In order to escape from such shifting and precarious
coalitions leaders gradually developed a bi-party system,
which, once the principle of protection was accepted by all
groups, consisted of Labour versus a combination of those
hostile to the programme and tactics of Labour.

Labour early possessed what the other groups lacked, a
cohesion grounded in a more homogeneous character and
definite policies. It had objectives more confidently defined
and related specially to the interests of the wage-earners,
although support was also derived from small farmers, stirred
by grievances against the large pastoralists, and from some
urban middle class, fired by the evangel of social reform.
It has been the chief vehicle of the philosophy most character-
istic of Australian democracy. Hence in political warfare,
except for short intervals of lethargy and incompetent leader-
ship, it has held the initiative. Other parties have been
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